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ANDREW MARTINEZ 
A History of RISD’s Histories: 
Happy Indeed is the Audience that has No Random Historian
True, the development of Rhode Island School of Design over the past 130 
years has, for the most part, been gradual and rarely, if ever, instantaneous. 
Yet the full story of RISD’s measured growth has seldom been examined and 
made known, despite several earnest efforts to research, write, and publish 
a history. In 2002, when it came time to celebrate the 125th anniversary of 
the founding of the School, RISD regrettably continued what has become 
a longstanding tradition of good intentions and missed opportunities for 
creating an institutional history. The 125th Anniversary Committee had dis-
cussed the merits of producing a comprehensive, critical history but quickly 
realized that a publication of this nature would not be possible given the 
allotted time and resources. In order to ensure that RISD’s history would be 
recognized during the Anniversary year, the Committee sponsored a Found-
ers Day Forum, Daughters of Invention, which looked at the conditions and 
events that led to the founding of RISD in 1877 and the evolution of the 
School and Museum over the first quarter century. 2| The history of RISD, 
all 125-plus years, would have to wait yet again as a project for some future 
anniversary committee. Yes and no.
In 1888, to mark the 10th Anniversary of RISD’s first year of classes, the 
School produced a 49-page edition of its course listings which included a 
Historical Sketch and illustrations of the work of students and teachers (see 
p. 31). 3| This Sketch, the first published history of RISD, forever established 
the School’s founding impetus as the universal awareness of the deficiencies 
of American art and design when compared to similar work from Europe on 
display at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. Accordingly, the 
creation of RISD marked a commitment on the part of the women involved 
with the Rhode Island Centennial Committee to provide, following the 
model of the South Kensington school and museum in England, the means 
for Rhode Island artists and designers, industries, and even the general pub-
lic to elevate their creative abilities as well as their appreciation of good 
1|  William C. Baker, “Address,” Dedication 
Exercises of the New Building, October 4, 1893 
(Providence 1894), p. 11.
2|  The Daughters of Invention Founders Day Forum took 
place on March 20, 2002. The event was envisioned by 
Dawn Barrett, Dean of Architecture and Design, and 
was curated by Barrett and Andrew Martinez. The forum 
featured presentations by Nancy Austin, Catherine Bert, 
Helen Burnham, Thomas Michie, and Russell Switzer, 
all contributors to the Infinite Radius: Founding Rhode 
Island School of Design anthology, as well as RISD 
professors John Chamberlin and Elizabeth Grossmann 
and economic historian William Sweeney. Barrett has also 
been the driving force behind the Infinite Radius anthol-
ogy.  Thank you, Dawn.
3|  “Historical Sketch” in The Rhode Island School of 
Design 1888 course circular (Providence 1888), pp. 11-23. 
The School had not printed an extensive circular, probably 
due to financial reasons, since 1880. This circular was the 
first to include reproductions of the works of students 
and instructors. The inclusion of ten pages of advertising 
would have helped to offset additional printing expenses.
It is told in ancient story that Athene, the patron of art and 
education, “sprang full-armed from the brain of Zeus,” but 
institutions devoted to art have seldom sprung into existence 
completely equipped and endowed; they have usually been the 
result of slow but healthful growth.1
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design. The Sketch makes no mention of the Rhode Island Art Association 
of 1854 and its similar, but failed, effort to establish a museum and adjoin-
ing design school; the Massachusetts Drawing Act of 1870 and the creation 
of the Massachusetts Normal Art School; nor the 1871 attempt to create a 
public library with an adjoining art gallery for Providence. 4| As for a RISD 
museum, the history notes that after ten years, one had not yet been estab-
lished for the School but that a good collection of industrial and mechanical 
models and works of art had been started.    
Today, Helen Adelia Rowe Metcalf, a ranking member of the Women’s Cen-
tennial Committee, is known as the person who conceived the idea of RISD 
in 1877. 5| She was also the School’s principal benefactor during its first ten 
years and a member of RISD’s three-person Committee of Management, the 
subcommittee of the Board of Directors charged with running the daily af-
fairs of the School. As Chairperson of the Committee, she had oversight of 
the production of the 10th Anniversary Circular; yet it is noteworthy that 
the Historical Sketch clearly credits the Centennial Women as the founders 
of RISD and does not single out Helen Metcalf as the original advocate for 
the institution. 6| This major omission must have been a conscious decision 
on the part of the Committee, i.e., Helen Metcalf.            
RISD’s next significant milestone was not an anniversary but the con-
struction of the institution’s first permanent, purpose-built structure, the 
Waterman Street building, dedicated on October 24, 1893. The building and 
its site were a gift to the School from Jesse Metcalf in honor of his wife Hel-
en Metcalf. The new facility “located upon the same hill where religion and 
liberal education first took up their abode in [Providence]” housed class-
rooms and administrative offices as well as, for the first time, dedicated gal-
lery space for a public art museum. 7| 
The grand opening, along with the story of RISD’s first 16 years, was fea-
tured in several newspapers. The commemorative addresses, recounting a 
great deal of RISD’s development and its efforts to promote not just design 
but also the fine arts, were published as a pamphlet the following year (see 
p. 487). 8| Taking into consideration the gift that prompted this occasion, 
it was only fitting that the addresses recognized Helen Metcalf’s historic 
role in the founding of RISD and the ongoing patronage of her husband and 
children. The Centennial Committee women continued to be acknowledged 
as the creators of RISD, although Helen Metcalf was the only individual who 
was named.  
In March 1895 Helen Metcalf passed away. In her memory, her husband 
funded the addition of three museum galleries for the School. Jesse Met-
calf’s death in December 1899 was followed by the gift of a $50,000 en-
dowed fund, provided by his children, to be used for the purchase of works 
of art. 9| On May 17, 1900, the School held a ceremony to honor the con-
tributions of Helen and Jesse Metcalf. Although the Centennial Committee 
women were acknowledged en masse once more, the event clearly solidified 
Helen Metcalf’s role as the inventor and sustainer of RISD.
4|  See Rhode Island Art Association, Circular and 
Constitution (Providence 1854); Rhode Island Art 
Association, School of Design Proposed (Providence, 
1858); Paul E. Bolin, “The Massachusetts Drawing Act 
of 1870: Industrial Mandate or Democratic Maneuver?” 
in Framing the Past: Essays on Art Education, ed. Donald 
Soucy and Mary Ann Stankiewicz (Reston, Virginia 1990), 
pp. 58-68; and Free Public Library, Art-Gallery, and 
Museum (Providence 1871), RISD Archives.
5|  Nancy Austin has done extensive research on Helen 
Metcalf and her role in the founding of RISD, p. 171. Also 
see the Records of the Women’s Centennial Committee 
at the Rhode Island Historical Society. The Committee’s 
meeting minutes were kept by Eliza S. Manchester and 
given by her to the Historical Society in 1902.
6|  See Rhode Island School of Design Corporation, Board 
of Management Minutes, July 19, 1888, RISD Archives.
7|  Baker (see note 1), p. 12. For more about the history 
of the RISD Museum see Carla Mathes Woodward, 
“Acquisition, Preservation, and Education: A History 
of the Museum,” in A Handbook of the Museum of 
Art: Rhode Island School of Design, ed. Carla Mathes 
Woodward and Franklin W. Robinson (Providence 1985), 
pp. 10-60; and Thomas Michie, p. 393. The Waterman 
Street building would also eventually provide RISD with 
its first designated Library space. See Evelyn Chase, The 
Library: Rhode Island School of Design (Providence 1942); 
and Carol S. Terry, p. 305.
8|  At this time, William Baker, husband of Sophie Metcalf 
Baker and son-in-law of Helen and Jesse Metcalf, was 
representing RISD in a legal battle for the bequest of 
Albert J. Jones. The tone and content of his address 
reflect his courtroom arguments regarding the nature  
and purpose of RISD, specifically its intention towards 
having and creating a museum and how it was uniquely 
qualified to receive the Jones bequest. See Nancy Austin 
for an extensive examination of the contest for the 
bequest, p. 219.
9|  The principal of the Jesse Metcalf Endowment was 
to be used “only for the purchase of works of art except, 
if found necessary said income could be used for the 
maintenance and development of the Art Museum.” See 
Office of the Treasurer, Bequest and Gift Records, Charter, 
Acts, Contracts, and Deeds Record Book, pp. 102-104, 
RISD Archives.
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The main address was delivered by Augustus M. Lord, Pastor of the First 
Congregational Church of Providence (see p. 487). The choice of Lord seems 
unusual, for he himself states the he had only known the Metcalfs toward 
the very end of their lives and was thus incapable of providing details of 
their professional and public accomplishments. 10| In preparation for his 
speech, Lord turned to others who were better acquainted with the Metcalfs 
to provide him with “impressions” and, as a result, his oration was full of 
generalities and laced with quotes from the addresses given at the Water-
man Street building’s dedication seven years earlier.    
To this day, researchers have uncovered very few details about Helen and 
Jesse Metcalf and their development as patrons of the arts and design. So it 
is unfortunate that Lord mostly offered vague descriptions of the Metcalfs’ 
character traits rather than any useful historical information. Any one of 
the Metcalfs’ five children, the second generation of “RISD Metcalfs,” would 
have been better choices for speakers. Lord did offer that Helen and Jesse 
Metcalf were modest people, so it is possible that their children were up-
holding this tradition of modesty. 11| Nonetheless, this missed opportunity 
to record the story of the Metcalfs has only made subsequent attempts to 
write the history of RISD more difficult.
At the time of the 25th anniversary, 1902-1903, Rhode Island School of De-
sign was in the midst of a fundraising drive that focused on the current 
needs of the School. 12| The goal was to have the public contribute $50,000 
to match a similar gift from the Metcalf children thereby demonstrating that 
Rhode Islanders, no longer expecting the Metcalfs to solely endow RISD, 
were ready to accept the School and Museum as their own cause. This em-
phasis on RISD’s present state might explain the relative lack of celebra-
tions looking back on its history. The speeches delivered at the dedication 
ceremonies for the newly acquired Memorial Hall building, a significant ad-
dition to RISD’s facilities and another Metcalf family gift, barely dwell on 
RISD’s history. 13| The main anniversary event was an April 1903 commem-
orative exhibition of work by alumni and instructors in the Museum.     
Happy is the enterprise that has no historian. For histories are commonly writ-
ten after the fact. But unhappy he who, lost among the scattered and fragmen-
tary records of half a century, must strive at last to write the story which the 
adventurers themselves, zealous after their great goal, have been all too busy 
to contemplate. 14|
These were the opening lines to the address “The Past Half-Century” deliv-
ered by Dr. G. Alder Blumer, Secretary to the Board of Trustees for Rhode 
Island School of Design, on the occasion of RISD’s 50th Anniversary Cele-
bration on October 5, 1928. Having served on RISD’s Board of Trustees since 
1908, Blumer was somewhat familiar with the institution’s recent history, 
but research on the School and Museum’s early years would be necessary in 
order to tell the complete RISD story. 
Dr. Blumer was traveling abroad when he accepted the invitation to speak, 
and he would not return to Rhode Island until September, just one month 
10|  “I have not had the privilege of a lifelong friendship 
with Mr. And Mrs. Metcalf which would open me to the 
background of interesting detail out of which I might be 
able to make real and vivid for you, fill with light and color, 
the story of their life.” See Augustus M. Lord, An Address 
Commemorative of Jesse Metcalf and Helen Adelia Rowe 
Metcalf (Providence 1901), p. 3.
11|  “Both of them desired to keep themselves in the 
background; they had no taste for publicity. My nine years’ 
acquaintance with the one and my five years’ acquaintance 
with the other was enough to teach me that.” Ibid., p. 4. 
In her introductory remarks at RISD’s 50th Anniversary 
celebration, Eliza Radeke, Helen and Jesse Metcalf’s 
daughter, chose to credit the Centennial Committee 
women, “the brave women who with little money and 
experience engaged themselves … in organizing a new 
kind of education in Rhode Island,” with the founding of 
RISD.  See typescript of Mrs. Radeke’s remarks in 50th 
Anniversary Scrapbook, RISD Archives.
12|  See Rhode Island School of Design: Memoranda 
Showing Its Present Condition (Providence 1902), fund-
raising pamphlet, RISD Archives, for how the institution 
marketed itself in the present tense.
13|  See Public Exercises at the Dedication of Memorial 
Hall (Providence 1903). The opening prayer was delivered 
by Rev. Augustus M, Lord, with an introductory address 
by William Carey Poland, President of RISD and a profes-
sor at Brown University. The main address, “Design: 
Its Importance in Life,” was by Denman Waldo Ross, of 
Harvard University. Memorial Hall was “remodeled and 
equipped in loving memory of Harriet Deshon Thurston 
Metcalf by her husband [Jesse H. Metcalf] and named 
in her honor Memorial Hall.” The building and property 
were the gift of four of the five Metcalf children: Eliza 
G. Radeke, Stephen O. Metcalf, Jesse H. Metcalf, and 
Manton B. Metcalf. The building originally served as 
the Central Congregational Church (circa 1850) and was 
designed by Thomas Alexander Tefft, a founding member 
of the Rhode Island Art Association.
14|  Dr. G. Alder Blumer, “The Past Half Century,” 1928, 
(typescript). Office of the Executive Vice-President 
Records, Box 6, Folder 4, RISD Archives.
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before the anniversary event. Through correspondence, William E. Foster, li-
brarian of the Providence Public Library and ex officio RISD trustee, his as-
sistant librarian Clarence Sherman, and RISD dean Roger Gilman compiled 
research material and offered general suggestions to help Blumer shape his 
upcoming address. In the end, Blumer seems to have mostly relied on a just-
completed historical account of RISD, “from the beginning to 1913, which 
was written by Mr. W. C. Worthington of the [Providence] Journal, based on 
the complete set of Year Books … and on the newspaper clippings which 
began in a primitive way in January 1884, and which of late years have been 
quite complete.” 15| 
Thanks to the help of others, Dr. Blumer was able to put together his speech. 
He offered these closing thoughts for his audience:
Sometime soon there should be assembled and published a less concise record of 
this romantic half century; for in such a book, and nowhere else, may the just 
relations of so many different efforts and events be set forth. Such a book would 
be a monument to this signal achievement — the first, let us be assured, of many 
monuments. And such a book would spare all future audiences the difficult task 
of filling in the faithful picture of the whole from the speaker’s skeleton. Happy 
indeed is the audience that has no random historian. 16|
The committee charged with organizing the 50th Anniversary Celebration 
had stated its intention that “the history of the Rhode Island School of De-
sign, with perhaps other appropriate material, be published as a separate 
pamphlet and permanent memorial of the Fiftieth Anniversary.” 17| A type-
script of the Worthington history had been shared with Eliza Radeke and 
Stephen Metcalf, two children of Helen and Jesse Metcalf who had contin-
ued to be deeply involved with RISD, for fact checking, but it apparently 
did not fit the bill. 18| Other than selected excerpts from the Anniversary 
banquet speeches that were reprinted in the January 1929 Bulletin of the 
Rhode Island School of Design, no historical publication was produced for 
the occasion. 19|    
But not long after the 50th Anniversary year, work began on a proper history 
of the institution; RISD A Half Century Record: 1878–1928 by Elsie S. Bronson 
(see p. 45). It is not clear how the commission to write this history came 
about, as Elsie Bronson had no RISD affiliation, but we do know that her 
husband, Walter C. Bronson, a professor of English literature at Brown Uni-
versity, had authored a history of Brown for its 150th anniversary in 1914. 
20|  
Consisting of 99 typed pages and no illustrations, Elsie Bronson’s history 
is thorough yet difficult; she does not provide any footnotes, but it is clear 
that she had access to a great many historical records for her research. Her 
straightforward, dutiful account of RISD’s history is excessive in its detail 
but lacking in critical insight. It reads like a compilation of annual reports, 
minute books, and newspaper clippings and not the great adventure of the 
School and Museum’s advancement that Dr. Blumer had imagined. By Bron-
son’s own admission, the work had “so many dull passages.” 21| 
15|  Roger Gilman to Stephen O. Metcalf, July 5, 1928. 
Executive Vice-President Records (see note 14).  The 
Archives has a typescript of the Worthington history, 
dated July 1928, filed with the copy of Dr. Blumer’s 
address. Worthington’s history most likely stops at 1913 
because it was assumed that Director L. Earle Rowe, 
having been at RISD since 1912, could continue with 
the remaining years. Rowe was seriously ill during the 
summer of 1928, which may have led to the request for 
Blumer to speak. Worthington did produce an article on 
September 30 covering RISD’s 50 years for the Providence 
Journal. See 50th Anniversary Scrapbook, RISD Archives.
16|  Blumer (see note 14).
17|  Memorandum the Committee for the Fiftieth 
Anniversary to the Executive Committee of the Rhode 
Island School of Design, no date. Executive Vice-President 
Records (see note 14). 
18|  Gilman (see note 15).
19|  Bulletin of the Rhode Island School of Design, 17 1 
(January 1929), pp. 2-7.
20|  See Walter C. Bronson, The History of Brown 
University: 1764-1914 (Providence 1914). In the preface, 
Walter Bronson thanks his wife “who revised the whole 
manuscript with minutest care, prepared the copy for the 
printer, gave invaluable aid in proof-reading, and made 
the index.”
21 | Elsie S. Bronson to Royal B. Farnum, January 16, 1937. 
Office of the Executive Vice-President Records, Box 6, 
Folder 3, RISD Archives.     
23
A
N
D
R
E
W
 M
A
R
T
IN
E
Z
       A
 H
istory of R
IS
D
’s H
istories 
In the end, for unknown reasons, Bronson’s history was never published. In 
1937, in response to a question regarding the whereabouts of her manuscript, 
Bronson wrote, “I have not seen the manuscript of my history of the school 
since I mailed it to Mr. Green in August 1932. It was submitted to the Trust-
ees for acceptance sometime during the following winter or spring, and paid 
for in July 1933 after a long hunt for a record of appropriation for the pur-
pose.” 22| Senator Theodore Francis Green, who served as the chairman of 
the 50th Anniversary Committee, recalled that “the manuscript was finally 
turned over to Mrs. Danforth. I understood that Mr. S. O. Metcalf wanted to 
read it before deciding whether or not it would be published. I understood 
that the final decision was that it would not be published for the present 
but put aside in the archives with the idea that it might be published later 
and in the meanwhile could be referred to.” 23| Bronson’s hard work was not 
entirely fruitless, as several copies of her typescript were bound and shelved 
in the RISD Library. Because of the unavailability of archival records, A Half 
Century Record, in its unpublished state, served as the authoritative source 
for the early history of RISD for more than 60 years.   
As early as 1950, RISD began preparations for its 75th anniversary celebra-
tion to take place in 1953. President Max Sullivan sent a memo to division 
chairmen, administrative heads, and department heads informing them that 
Nancy Jones Love, an alumna and instructor since 1912, would be retiring 
from the faculty to collect and file material and information pertaining to 
the history of RISD as a historical researcher. Although Jones was employed 
in her new position for two years, it appears, based on what survives of her 
research notes, that her sole function was to compile historic data. 24|    
It was eventually decided that the April 1953 edition of the RISD alumni 
bulletin would have a “strong historical slant to it” and would serve as the 
document commemorating the 75th anniversary. 25| The 10-page history 
75 Years Forward was based on “information taken from Trustees Meeting 
notes; Board of Management notes; History of [RISD] by Elsie S. Bronson; 
Rhode Island School of Design Scrapbooks; Quarterly Reports; Report of 
1886 by Eliza D. Radeke; Yearbooks of Rhode Island School of Design; Bulle-
tins of Rhode Island School of Design; and numerous clippings accumulated 
by Mrs. George P. Love.” 26| The issue also included an interview with alum-
nus Walter O. Holt, who attended evening classes from 1887 to 1892. Bron-
son’s Half Century Record had not been published, so this issue of the alumni 
bulletin, which relied heavily on her work, represented the first widely dis-
seminated history of RISD since the Historical Sketch of 1888. 
Around this time, fine arts division chairman John R. Frazier put together 
his own thoughts on the development of RISD in his unpublished, 15-page 
essay, An Inquiry into the Causes that Brought About Changes in Curricula and 
Educational Standards of Rhode Island School of Design. 27| Frazier had been a 
student from 1905–1911 first studying drawing and painting and then art 
education. After finishing his RISD studies, he spent 12 years as an art in-
structor at two Midwestern colleges before returning to RISD in 1923 to first 
lead the painting department and then the fine arts division. As one who 
22|  Ibid. In 1937, L. Earle Rowe was terminally ill, and 
Royal Farnum had been asked by the Providence Journal 
to provide some background information on Rowe. 
Farnum contacted Bronson to learn the whereabouts of 
her history.
23|  Senator Theodore Francis Green to Royal B. Farnum, 
January 30, 1937. Executive Vice-President Records (see 
note 21). There is a written annotation, apparently made 
by Farnum, which indicates that the history was returned 
to the School by S. O. Metcalf and was being copied and 
placed in the office safe. Mrs. Danforth, president of RISD 
and the daughter of S. O. Metcalf, represented the third 
generation of the Metcalf family to have a significant role 
in the affairs of RISD.
24|  See Memorandum from Max W. Sullivan to Division 
Chairmen, Administrative Heads, and Department 
Heads, October 30, 1950. Vertical Files, RISD History, 
RISD Archives. In the memo, President Sullivan states 
that Love’s role would be clerical; her personnel record 
indicates that her job was to conduct historic research on 
the School.
25|  See The President’s Comments Relative to the 75th 
Anniversary Celebrations, November 11, 1952. Vertical 
Files, RISD History, RISD Archives.
26|  “75 Years Forward,” in Rhode Island School of Design 
Bulletin (April 1953 Alumni Issue), pp. 6-15, endnote  
p. 15. The most likely author for the article is the bulletin’s 
editor, Hazel M. Goff, a 1933 graduate of RISD.
27|  John R. Frazier, “An Inquiry into the Causes that 
Brought About Changes in Curricula and Educational 
Standards of Rhode Island School of Design,” 1953, 
(unpublished typescript), RISD Archives. The date of 
1953 is assigned based on the inclusion of a statistical 
table that includes the 1952-53 academic year. Frazier 
gave a great deal of thought to RISD and the role of the 
artist and designer in the larger world, and the RISD 
Archives has copies of many of his essays and speeches. 
In this piece, Frazier characterizes the development of the 
curriculum from 1901-1947 as “From [Denman] Ross to 
Bauhaus.”
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had lived through several decades of RISD history and who had direct con-
tact with four successive directors and a president, Frazier was qualified to 
examine and explain the development of RISD from a “School” to a more 
rigorous, degree-granting College. 28|  
In his Inquiry, Frazier characterizes the first 23 years as a time when the 
Management Committee of the Board of Trustees ran the programs, and 
the educational results were less than impressive. Citing Bronson’s history, 
Frazier notes that during these years, 4700 students had matriculated but 
that the average length of the students’ enrollment was less than two years. 
He credits the first two Directors, Eleazer B. Homer (1901–1907) and Huger 
Elliott (1908–1912), with creating separate academic departments, empow-
ering the faculty to take charge of the curriculum, and tightening the admis-
sions and academic requirements.   
Homer’s successor, L. Earle Rowe (1912–1929), is labeled as a “historian of 
the arts” with no previous experience doing “creative work in the fine or 
applied arts.” 29| Rowe’s specialty was in museum work, and he achieved 
wonderful results in raising the standards for acquisitions, publicizing the 
collections, and expanding the Museum’s facilities. Yet according to Frazier, 
the School “was marking time as an educational operation.” 
“Rowe was not a schoolman, and being unsure and having no educational 
philosophy, he never departed from old patterns … teachers were largely re-
cruited from recent graduates and the faculty discouraged from taking more 
than a casual interest in school policy. At one point in the administration, 
half the faculty were commuters and were never at the institution except to 
meet classes.” 30| 
In 1928, Rowe collapsed from overwork, and an educational director, Royal 
B. Farnum (1929–1946), was hired to run the School while Rowe invested 
his energies on the Museum. Frazier credits Farnum with getting the School 
back on track. “Farnum’s educational philosophy was pragmatic … as a 
leader he was receptive to new ideas and change had no terrors. Changes 
in school policy and procedures occurred now with bewildering frequency.” 
31| Farnum adapted college credit standards to the curriculum, created an 
admissions office, raised the entrance requirements, laid the ground for lib-
eral arts, initiated the foundation program for all freshmen, created a fac-
ulty council to weigh in on academic concerns, established the graphic arts 
department, and petitioned the state legislature to give RISD the power to 
grant degrees. 
Frazier’s Inquiry is refreshing for its candid assessment of the School and 
Museum’s development and of the individuals who were leading the insti-
tution. On November 13, 1960, now in the role of RISD’s president, Frazier 
delivered a lecture to members of the Rhode Island Historical Society on 
the History of Rhode Island School of Design. RISD published the lecture with 
photographic illustrations the following year (see, p. 87), and the preface 
lists the sources used for researching the History. For the early years, Frazier 
consulted “the only written history of the institution,” Bronson’s Half Cen-
28|  Ibid., p. 10.  
29|  Ibid., pp. 11-13. For more on Rowe’s tenure as 
Director of the School, Museum, and Library see Bulletin 
of the Rhode Island School of Design, 25 2 (April 1937). 
This issue served as a memorial tribute to Rowe.
30|  Ibid., p. 13.
31|  Ibid., p. 14.
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tury Record.  For events after 1928, Frazier “looked cursorily through records 
scattered in many offices and college publications waiting to be ‘collected 
and compiled into formally recorded history.’ In the main, however, for his 
recounting of events during the later years, he relied heavily on his back-
ground of experience, which spans the years 1905 … to the present … almost 
precisely two thirds of the school’s existence.” 32|      
Frazier’s History relies a great deal on quotes from Bronson’s text, but his 
original contributions are many. He offers his own definitions of “the de-
signer, and the design school and its objectives” and concludes that only pri-
vate enterprise, as demonstrated by Helen Adelia Rowe Metcalf, could have 
succeeded in establishing RISD. Frazier also offers original insight into Eliza 
Radeke, daughter and successor of Helen Metcalf, and her role as RISD’s 
guiding patron during the first three decades of the twentieth century. Un-
fortunately, after 1928, the point where Bronson’s Half Century Record ends, 
Frazier glosses over the next 33 years in just six paragraphs.               
The RISD Centennial in 1977 would seem like the perfect opportunity to 
produce the long-awaited history. It appeared that Stanley Haste, editor 
of the School’s alumni bulletin, was prepared, albeit reluctantly, to take on 
the task:  
This is the status of the 100-year history on which I have been able to work only 
intermittently since the assignment was made arbitrarily by William E. Benbow, 
the former director of external affairs.
All materials—letters, pamphlets, notes, photographs, a copy of the original char-
ter, a genealogical chart of the Metcalf family, etc. — have been collected, read, 
assorted, and put in order. Most of the original documents have now been turned 
over to Mrs. Borden, RISD librarian. These materials have been collected from 
every nook and cranny in the school and from many different people, including 
Mr. Danforth, who contributed a collection of Dr. Blumer’s letters. Some of these 
original items have been copied and arranged in notebooks for possible use in 
the writing.
The Bronson typescript has been annotated and amplified with pages and docu-
ments from various references, so that the text might have a complete background 
and perhaps a little life. 33|
Haste continues with a list of 25 published books, including several Rhode 
Island histories from the decades before the founding of RISD, as sources 
for additional research and then states his plans for dealing with the “post-
Bronson” decades. 
For the second 50 years of the school’s history, there have been collected, read, and 
put in order executive committee reports, education committee reports, president’s 
reports, and some museum reports. (To get the “story” on the museum, one would 
have to read through and collect material from the museum committee minutes). 
In addition, there is an up-to-date card-reference file.
32|  John R. Frazier, History of the Rhode Island School of 
Design (Providence 1961), preface.
33|  Memorandum from Stanley Haste to Joan Patota, 
April 5, 1976, Vertical Files, RISD History, RISD Archives.
26
For the eventual writing there should be a decision made concerning the kind of 
history — long, comprehensive, or short summary type — the school is planning to 
publish. This would be extremely helpful to the writer in planning his text.
Also how will the material be published? Book form? Pamphlet? I had ten-
tatively planned to use next year’s alumni magazines to serialize it, and I had 
asked [Museum Director] Steve Ostrow for his opinion of this plan in relation 
to a serialization of the museum story. He thought the idea a good one, but he 
eventually said that he did not have the staff to do it.  Now that you have made a 
decision to replace the alumni magazine with bulletin newsletters that plan cannot 
be followed.
My estimate of writing time of the longer history would be about six to eight weeks 
of uninterrupted work. The shorter would obviously take less, depending upon the 
kind of short history one has in mind.  At any rate, the tedious steps have been 
taken, and you should have your history in time for the centennial. 34|
The 100-year history that Stanley Haste and others had envisioned never 
materialized, although the notebooks full of his research photocopies have 
survived. The only piece produced that resembled a history was the De-
cember 1978 edition of the RISD alumni bulletin which was, in fact, a do-
nor report for RISD’s Centennial Fund accompanied by 80-or-so historic 
and contemporary photographs with captions. 35| The most useful publi-
cation to come out of the Centennial Anniversary was a magazine supple-
ment to the Providence Sunday Journal that provided a frank, contemporary 
assessment of RISD and examined the role of the Metcalf family over four 
successive generations. 36|  
So today, after 130 years, RISD has never really published a complete insti-
tutional history. Brief historical sketches have circulated, but the one com-
prehensive work, Elsie Bronson’s Half Century Record, is barely known. In the 
end it seems that many of RISD’s “random” historians achieved greater suc-
cess as compilers than they did as writers. All of which leaves us with one 
major question: Why has it been so difficult for RISD to produce a history? 
Although I am unable to provide a definitive answer, I would like to consider 
several possible explanations.    
Was Dr. G. Alder Blumer correct when he suggested in 1928 that RISD’s 
adventurers “zealous after their great goal” were “too busy to contemplate” 
where they had started and where they had been? That might explain the 
lack of historical narratives since 1888, but his “forward momentum” theo-
ry cannot account for the emergence of Bronson’s detailed history so soon 
after the 50th anniversary. 
It is possible that for the would-be historians who came after Bronson, the 
thoroughness of her work was too daunting. These writers, seeing the task 
that was before them, felt compelled to compile as much historic material 
as possible to counter her painstaking research on RISD’s first 50 years. Yet 
no matter how much evidence they uncovered, it would never be enough to 
enable them to take on the next chapters in RISD’s history. Ultimately, the 
34|  Ibid. In a response to Haste’s memo, President 
Lee Hall relates to Patota her belief that “the project is 
a most important one for the celebration of our 100th 
anniversary. Alumni, faculty, students, and friends will 
stand to be entertained by such a publication — or series 
of publications in serial form. What can I do to further the 
project?” See Memorandum from Joan Patota to Lee Hall, 
April 8, 1976. Vertical Files, RISD History, RISD Archives.
35|  See Bulletin of the Rhode Island School of Design: 
Centennial Report, 65 3 (December 1978), pp. 8-37. The 
March 22, 1977, Founders Day celebration was marred by 
student protests over the firing of a professor from the 
film department as well as issues of student governance. 
See Lorraine Hopkins, “RISD’s Centennial Tour Draws 
Inquisitive Crowd,” Providence Journal, March 23, 1977.
36|  See Lorraine Hopkins, “RISD Centennial,” (a Special 
Section of the Providence Sunday Journal, March 20, 
1977). Hopkins provides a great amount of detail about 
faculty and student unrest at RISD and the conflicts these 
two groups were having with the RISD administration.
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best they could do was to adapt entire sections from Bronson’s history and, 
with what little time and energy remained, breeze through the remaining 
years. John Frazier was more successful than others in avoiding this pitfall, 
relying on his memory as a longtime participant in RISD’s history and hop-
ing all the while that the archival record would corroborate his story. 37|
Another explanation for the dearth of completed histories could be that 
the close involvement of four successive generations of the Metcalf family 
produced an unintended chilling effect on RISD’s historians. 38| It was not 
that the writers were fearful of offending the Metcalfs but, rather, they felt 
that they could not possibly know as much as the direct descendants about 
RISD’s founding family. Also, in keeping with Helen and Jesse Metcalf’s ex-
amples of modesty, subsequent generations have had their own history of 
anonymously donating funds, property, and works of art to the School and 
Museum; and RISD’s historians may have felt uneasy about publicizing the 
full extent of the Metcalf family’s impact. It is quite possible that these his-
torians found themselves facing the same predicament that Augustus Lord 
encountered at the Metcalf Memorial in 1900. 
And as designated historians like Nancy Jones Love and Stanley Haste 
became further removed from 1877 and the founding of RISD, the story of 
Helen Metcalf, the Centennial women, and their remarkable feat of estab-
lishing the School with $1675 took on an almost mythical status. Separated 
from its historical context, the founding story appeared as plausible as the 
myth of Athena and her full-grown emergence from the brain of Zeus.  
With no organized archival record, RISD’s historians felt compelled to 
accumulate and analyze vast quantities of historical records so that they 
could draw a line connecting their contemporary versions of the School and 
Museum to the RISD of 1878. It seems much easier to treat the beginning as 
a founding myth and to fast forward to the present day, but this strategy is 
ultimately unfulfilling and incapable of producing a comprehensive history. 
With the formation of an institutional archives in 1997, RISD finally began 
to systematically gather, arrange, and make available for research the prima-
ry source material documenting its history. As a result, some new and excit-
ing scholarship pertaining to RISD, including its origins, has begun to take 
place. Examples of this work can be found in the Infinite Radius anthology.   
When I first came to RISD to establish the Archives, I asked an adminis-
trator how the faculty, when questioning accepted practices or consider-
ing new academic initiatives, went about finding historic precedents so as 
not to “reinvent the wheel” each time. The instructive answer was that the 
RISD faculty, being artists and designers, were not wholly interested in what 
had previously occurred. “A painter would not paint a subject the same way 
twice. A designer would most likely solve a design problem a little differ-
ently each time.” I took this to mean that reinventing the wheel is not all bad 
and that RISD’s history can be whatever you remember, imagine, or need it 
to be, open to creative reinterpretation to suit the purpose at hand.    
37|  Frazier (see note 27), pp. 3-4. Frazier states his 
principal sources as the annual school catalogs, Bronson’s 
history, The Library by Evelyn Chase, and figures from 
the textile division office and the registrar. “Although 
the writer knew all four directors, having been a student 
in the time of two and as a teacher under three, he has 
tried to be objective in his estimates. There would be no 
point in being otherwise, as the record is there for all to 
examine.”
38|  For RISD’s first 110 years, four generations of the 
Metcalf family had a leading role in the institution. 1) 
Helen Metcalf as trustee and member of Committee of 
Management; 2) her daughter, Eliza Radeke, trustee, 
Committee of Management, and president, and son, 
Stephen O. Metcalf, trustee and treasurer; 3) Helen 
Danforth, daughter of Stephen Metcalf, trustee and presi-
dent; and 4) Murray Danforth, Jr., son of Helen Danforth, 
trustee and treasurer. There have been several other 
Metcalf family members who have served as trustees over 
the years. For more on Eliza Radeke see Bulletin of the 
Rhode Island School of Design, 19 2 Parts 1 and 2  (July 
1931); Bulletin of the Rhode Island School of Design, 19 4 
(October 1931). For Helen Danforth see “Mrs. Danforth 
Retires,” in Rhode Island School of Design Alumni Bulletin 
22 4 (December 1965), pp. 3-6; “Commencement ‘76” 
in Rhode Island School of Design Alumni Bulletin 62 6 
(July 1976), p. 10; and Thomas F. Schutte, “Helen Metcalf 
Danforth: 1887-1984,” (Providence 1984), pamphlet, 
RISD Archives. For Murray Danforth, Jr., see RISD Views 
(September 1991), pp. 5-7. The record indicates that both 
the Worthington and Bronson histories were submitted to 
Stephen Metcalf for his approval (see notes 15 and 23).
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In his address at the 1903 dedication ceremonies for RISD’s Memorial Hall, 
Professor William Carey Poland of Brown University, paraphrasing Charles 
Eliot Norton of Harvard, said: “We have met to dedicate a temple to Memory 
and the Muses, and the Muses, we are told, are the daughters of Memory.” 39| 
I would counter that at RISD, Memories are the daughters of the Muse. 
As RISD continues to reinvent itself and its past, it seems futile to continue 
waiting for a definitive institutional history. So perhaps it is best to appreci-
ate our many existing histories in their various states and look forward to 
the histories in the making and remaking. 
39|  Poland (see note 13), pp. 9-10.                   
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